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The  Influence  of  1’orsonal  Factors  and  Perceived  Work 
Experiences  on  Employee  Turnover  and  Absenteeism^ 

A  review  of  the  literature  on  employee  turnover  and  absenteeism 
indicates  fairly  clearly  that  most  studies  on  the  topic  utilize  bivariate 
rather  than 'multivariate  analyses,  and  examine  only  one  form  of  withdrawal 
behavior  (Mobley,  Griffeth,  Hand,  6  Meglino,  1979;  Muchinsky,  1977).  As  a 
result,  little  is  known  about  the  relative  influence  of  major  sets  of  antec¬ 
edents  on  turnover  and  absenteeism.  Tt  is  the  :ntent  of  this  study  to  examine 
the  relative  influence  of  two  major  sets  of  antecedents  on  both  forms  of 
withdrawal  behavior.  These  two  sets  are  personal  factors  and  the  work  exper¬ 
iences  of  employees.  In  the  literature,  considerable  emphasis  tends  to  be 
placed  on  identifying  work-related  influences  (including  work  experiences)  on 
withdrawal  processes  with  little  consideration  of  whether  or  not  such  influences 
do,  in  fact,  represent  a  major  influence  on  turno-'er  and  absenteeism  (Mowday, 
Porter,  6  Stone,  1979).  Hence,  it  is  useful  to  compare  the  predictive  powers 
of  such  variables  to  the  influence  of  personal  characteristics  of  the  employees 
themselves. 

The  selection  of  these  two  sets  of  variables  is  partly  in  response  to  an 
hypothesis  suggested  by  Nicholson,  Brown,  and  Chadwick -Jones  (1976)  that  work 
experiences  do  not  have  a  substantial  influence  on  withdrawal  behavior.  Based 
on  their  study,  Nicholson  et  al.  commented  that  "the  common  view  of  absence  as 
a  pain  reductive  response  on  the  part  of  the  worker  to  his  work  experience  is 
naive,  narrow  and  empirically  unsupportable"  (1976,  p.  735).  At  present,  there 
is  little  information  available  regarding  which  set  of  influences,  personal 
factors  or  work  experiences,  is  relatively  more  important.  It  seems  logical, 
therefore,  to  explore  this  issue  further  by  examining  both  sets  of  antecedents 
simultaneously. 


Personal  characteristics  examined  in  this  paper  include:  age,  tenure  in  the 


organization,  tenure  in  position,  sex,  and  education.  These  variables  were 
selected  for  study  because  of  their  purported  importance  in  employee  withdrawal 
behavior  (Nicholson,  Brown,  &  Chadwick-Jones ,  1977;  Nicholson  6  Goodge ,  1976). 
five  work  experience  perceptions  were  examined  in  the  present  study  (after  Bu¬ 
chanan,  1974).  These  are:  (1)  group  attitudes  toward  the  organization,  i.e., 
the  extent  to  which  one's  peers  had  positive  or  negative  attitudes  toward  their 
employer;  (2)  met  expectations,  i.e.,  the  extent  to  which  one's  expectations 
concerning  organizational  life  have  been  met  on  the  job;  (3)  job  challenge,  i.e., 
the  ability  of  the  organization  to  provide  challenging  and  stimulating  work  as¬ 
signments,  (4)  personal  importance  to  the  organization,  i.e.,  personal  feelings 
that  the  employee  is  making  real  contributions  to  the  organization;  and  (5)  or¬ 
ganizational  dependability,  i.e.,  a  stable  flow  of  expected  inducements  from  the 
organization  to  employees.  All  of  these  work  experiences  represent  perceptions 
of  having  undergone  a  particular  class  of  experience  in  the  work  environment  (see 
Buchanan  for  detailed  discussion) . 

The  work  experiences  chosen  for  analysis  represent  the  most  important  in¬ 
dicators  of  organizational  commitment  in  Buchanan's  (1974)  study.  Since  current 
evidence  indicates  that  organizational  commitment  is  predictive  of  withdrawal 
fr  >m  the  organization  (Steers,  1977) ,  each  of  the  above  work  experiences  were 
good  candidates  for  inclusion  into  this  analysis  of  withdrawal  behavior.  Rela¬ 
tionships  between  these  work  experiences,  as  measured  by  Buchanan's  instrument, 
and  turnover  and  absenteeism  have  not  been  previously  examined. 

METHOD 


Sample  and  Research  Site 

This  study  was  carried  out  among  a  sample  of  200  clerical  and  service 
workers  of  a  major  midwestern  hospital.  Average  age  of  the  subjects  was  about 
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37,  while  the  average  tenure  was  about  seven  years.  Educational  backgrounds 
were  primarily  high  school  degrees. 

Research  Instruments 

Personal  characteristics  —  Subjects  supplied  information  on  question¬ 
naires  concerning  their  tenure  in  the  organization,  tenure  in  position,  sex, 
age,  and  educational  attainment. 

Work  Experiences  --  The  five  work  experience  variables  which  characterize 
the  job  situation  were  measured  using  the  instrument  developed  by  Buchanan 
(1974).  Each  scale  (described  above)  is  represented  by  several  items  measured 
on  seven-point  Likert  scales.  Internal  consistencies  of  the  five  scales 
ranged  from  .04  to  .80,  using  coefficient  alpha. 

Turnover  and  absenteeism  --  Turnover  data  were  collected  for  one  year 
after  questionnaire  administration.  During  this  period  17%  of  the  sample 
turned  over.  Absenteeism  was  measured  as  the  number  of  days  absent  from  work 
over  a  nine-month  period. 

Data  Collection 

Questionnaires  were  administered  on-site  by  university  researchers 
during  regular  working  hours.  Subjects  were  informed  that  participation  was 
voluntary  and  were  assured  confidentiality  of  responses.  Of  the  initial  random 
sample,  questionnaire  data  were  collected  from  87%.  Thus,  the  resulting 
sample  size  upon  which  the.  analyses  were  based  was  200.  Absenteeism  data  were 
available  for  only  124  subjects  in  the  sample. 

PE5ULTS 

Initially,  concern  focused  on  examining  the  extent  to  which  various  sets 
of  variables  were  interrelated.  Pearson  product-moment  correlations  between 
study  variables  revealed  a  median  r  =  .12  between  the  various  personal  factors. 


a  median  r  =  .57  between  the  various  work  experiences,  and  a  median  r  =  .16 
between  personal  factors  and  work  experiences.  Due  to  the  high  intercorrelation 
among  the  work  experiences,  partial  correlations  were  used  for  purposes  of 
analysis,  as  described  below,  rinally,  turnover  and  absenteeism  were  found  to 
be  unrelated  (r_  =  .06). 

Multivariate  Analysis 

First,  correlating  sets  of  both  personal  characteristics  and  work  exper¬ 
iences  with  withdrawal  behavior  yeilded  multiple  Rs  =  .33  and  .42,  respectively, 
for  turnover  and  absenteeism,  indicating  that  these  factors  when  taken  together 
do  indeed  significantly  influence  withdrawal  behavior. These  results  compare 
favorably  with  earlier  findings  (e.g..  Garrison  £  Muchinsky,  1977)  even  though 
the  magnitude  is  not  particularly  strong,  suggesting  the  existence  of  other 
factors  (e.g.,  reward  systems)  that  also  influence  withdrawal.  Results  are 
shown  in  Table  1 . 

Insert  Table  1  about  here 

Second,  when  multiple  correlations  were  run  separately  for  personal  char¬ 
acteristics  and  work  experiences  and  subsequent  turnover  and  absenteeism  it 
was  found  that  antecedents  of  absenteeism  were  different  than  those  for  turnover. 
Personal  characteristics  were  significantly  associated  with  absenteeism  (R  = 

.35,  p  <  .05),  but  not  turnover  (R  =  .20,  N.S.).  On  the  other  hand  work  experiences 
were  significantly  associated  with  turnover  (R  =  .29,  p  <  .05)  but  not  absent¬ 
eeism  (R  =  .30,  N.S.).  The  magnitude  of  prediction  for  work  experiences  and 
both  forms  of  withdrawal,  however,  was  the  same.  Williams  tests  (Willi 
1959)  show  that  one  particular  equation  was  not  significantly  more  predictive 
than  another  prediction  equation  for  each  dependent  variable. 

The  contribution  of  each  set  of  influences  to  explained  variance  above 
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■  mil  beyond  that  of  tin;  other  set.  was  obtained  l>y  decomposing  the  multivariate 
relationships  provided  in  Table  1  (using  the  procedure  of  Cohen  6  Cohen,  1970). 
With  regard  to  the  prediction  of  absenteeism,  R  is  increased  by  .12  with  the 
addition  of  personal  characteristics  to  work  experiences  (a  significant  increase, 
p  <  ,05);  the  addition  of  work  experiences  to  personal  characteristics  results 
in  an  increase  of  only  .07  (not  significant).  With  regard  to  the  prediction  of 
turnover,  R  is  increased  by  .13  with  the  addition  of  work  experiences  to  pers¬ 
onal  characteristics;  the  addition  of  personal  characteristics  to  work  exper¬ 
iences  results  in  an  increase  of  only  .05.  Both  increases  are  not  statistically 
significant . 

Bivariate  Analysis 

In  order  to  provide  further  information  regarding  which  factors  most 
closely  relate  to  turnover  and  absenteeism  and  to  replicate  the  simple  bivar¬ 
iate  analyses  one  typically  finds  in  the  literature  for  comparative  purposes, 
bivariate  correlations  were  computed  for  each  personal  characteristic  and  work 
experience  separately  with  each  measure  of  withdrawal  behavior.  Results  are 
shown  in  Table  1 . 

Simple  Pearson  product-moment  correlations  for  each  of  the  sets  of  meas¬ 
ures  show  little  consistent  relationship  between  personal  characteristics  and 
turnover  and  absenteeism.  On  the  other  hand,  there  is  a  consistent  relationship 
between  each  of  the  work  experiences  and  both  forms  of  withdrawal.  In  order  to 
correct  for  common  methods  variance,  fourth  order  partial  correlation  coeffic¬ 
ients  were  computed  for  work  experiences  partialling  out  the  effects  of  all 
other  work  experiences.  These  same  procedures  were  used  for  personal  charact¬ 
eristics.  Results  in  Table  1  show  that  the  number  of  significant  work  experience 
predictors  decreased  drammatically  and  the  number  of  significant  personal 
characteristic  predictors  increased,  especially  for  absenteeism. 
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After  partial  correlation,  only  one  personal  characteristic,  that  of  sex, 
was  signif icant ly  related  to  both  turnover  and  absenteeism.  Males  had  higher 
turnover  rates  than  females.  In  addition,  both  forms  of  tenure  and  age  were  all 
related  to  absenteeism,  but  not  turnover.  Such  findings  are  consistent  with 
Nicholson  et  al.  (1977).  No  other  personal  characteristics  were  related  to 
turnover . 

With  regard  to  the  relationships  of  individual  work  experiences  with 
turnover  and  absenteeism,  only  the  partial  correlation  between  experienced 
organizational  dependability  and  turnover  was  significant,  while  only  the  partial 
correlation  between  experienced  job  challenge  and  absenteeism  was  significant. 
These  findings  would  be  expected  from  theory  (Buchanan,  1974;  Steers  6  Rhodes, 
1978). 

DISCUSSION 

The  focus  of  this  study  has  been  exploratory  in  nature.  The  relationship 
between  two  major  sets  of  determinants  of  withdrawal  behavior,  personal  char¬ 
acteristics  and  work  related  experiences,  have  been  examined  as  they  relate 
to  turnover  and  absenteeism.  With  respect  to  the  findings  of  this  study,  several 
interesting  conclusions  emerged.  First,  it  was  found  that  turnover  and  absent¬ 
eeism  were  relatively  independent.  This  supports  Porter  and  Steers  (1973) 
contention  that  turnover  and  absenteeism  are  distinct  behaviors  in  need  of 
separate  attention. 

Second,  Lt  was  determined  that  absenteeism  was  better  predicted  by  personal 
factors  than  work  experiences,  while  no  clear  trend  emerged  for  turnover  in 
terms  of  relative  predictive  power.  Thus,  for  this  particular  sample  of  hospital 
employees,  turnover  behavior  is  distinguished  from  absenteeism  in  t<  rms  of  the 
antecedents  of  each  behavior,  especially  with  respect  to  personal  characteristic 
antecedents.  With  respect  to  work  experiences,  perceived  organizational  depend¬ 
ability  was  significantly  related  to  turnover  but  not  absenteeism.  Conversely, 
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job  chul l ('iif/'  war,  significantly  related  to  absenteeism  but  not  turnover. 

of  particular  note  i 3  the  inverse  relationships  between  aye  anti  absenteeism 
ami  tenure  and  absentee  ism .  Such  a  pattern  would  not  normally  be  expected,  "his 
h'lds  us  to  agree  with  the  recent  conclusion  of  Muchinsky  (1977)  that  there 
in  a  great  amount  of  inconsistency  in  this  research.  Mu  s>  in  sky  postulates  that 
the  reason  for  such  disparate  results  in  the  absenteeism  literature  is  probably 
due  to  the  myriad  of  different  ways  absenteeism  is  measured.  However,  when  one 
closely  examines  the  review  of  the  literature  by  Rhodes  and  Steers  (1078), 
which  includes  information  on  the  types  of  absenteeism  measures  used,  one  finds 
that  results  are  still  inconsistent  within  different  measures  of  absenteeism. 
Perhaps  inconsistent  results  are  not  only  due  to  the  type  of  absenteeism  measure 
used  but  also  a  function  of  type  of  sample  used  and/or  level  of  aggregation  used. 
Or,  perhaps  inconsistent  relationships  are  due  to  the  fact  that  underlying 
causal  variables  of  absenteeism  have  not  yet  been  identified.  These  same  notions 
may  apply  to  the  study  of  turnover  as  well. 

Overall,  the  results  of  this  study  support  the  contention  of  Nicholson 
et  al.  (1577)  and  Nicholson  and  Goodge  (1976)  that  personal  characteristics  are 
superior  predictors  of  absence  behavior  when  compared  to  work  experiences.  It 
also  supports  Nicholson  et  al.'s  (1976)  contention  that  absence  behavior  is 
probably  not  a  pain  reductive  response  on  the  part  of  the  worker  to  work  exper¬ 
ience.  The  results  of  the  study  further  suggest  that  turnover  may  be  the  more 
likely  candidate  for  being  the  pain  reductive  response  on  the  part  of  the 
worker  to  his  or  her  work  experience,  although  this  is  speculative  based  on 
available  data. 

In  summary,  personal  characteristics  exhibited  a  higher  correlation  with 


absenteeism  than  turnover,  while  work  experiences  had  correlations  of  similar 
magnitude  with  absenteeism  and  turnover.  These  results  point  to  the  importance 
of  using  multivariate  and  comparative  analyses  in  the  study  of  withdrawal 


U.'Imv Lor.  In  part  Lculur,  the  result:;  using  partial  correlations  cautions 
against  the  proliferation  of  simple  bivariate  correlations.  Moreover,  the 
differential  results  for  turnover  and  absenteeism  emphasizes  the  need  for 
more  comparative  studies.  Further  efforts  in  these  directions  should  add 
measurably  to  our  existing  level  of  knowledge  of  withdrawal  processes  in 
organizations  and  will  hopefully  contribute  useful  information  to  managers 
interested  in  controlling  both  types  of  behavior. 
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TAHLF.  1 

Simple  and  Partial  Correlations  Between  Personal  Characteristics 
and  Work  Experiences  and  Turnover  and  Absenteeism 


Turnover 

Absenteeism 

Simple  r 

Partial  r 

Simple  r 

Partial 

Personal  Characteristics 

Tenure  in  Organization 

-.10 

-.08 

i 

.16** 

.34** 

Tenure  in  Position 

-.06 

.03 

-.12 

-.23** 

Sex 

-.14* 

-.12* 

.13 

- .  18* 

Age 

-.06 

.02 

-.17* 

- .  23** 

Education 

! 

.13 

.11 

.07 

-.01 

RPC 

.20 

.35* 

Work  Experiences 

Group  Attitudes 

-.18** 

-.04 

- .  16* 

-.03 

Met  Expectations 

- .  18** 

.01 

-.15* 

.04 

Job  Challenge 

- . 18** 

-.07 

- . 23** 

-.15* 

Personal  Importance 

-.14* 

.03 

-.23** 

-.13 

Organizational  Dependability 

-.23** 

-.12* 

-.16* 

.01 

v 

.29* 

._30 

RPC  +  WE 

.33 

.42* 

*  £  <  .05 

**  £  <  .01 
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